VWat is a prairie?

Aprairieis alandscape dom nated by
grasses. They developin areas too dry
for forest and too wet for desert,
usual |y occupying flat or rolling
terrain, where the soil is organic and
fertile. The annual rainfall is between
10-39 inches. Rainfall, however can
be erratic with wet periods and ti nes
of drought. The open nature of a
prairie has fewobstacl es for the w nd,
whi ch al so affects the | ocal clinate.
Anot her i nportant factor influencing
prairiesisfire, as many of the prairie
species rely onfireto survive.

Parts of | ndi ana were once occupi ed
by tall grass prairies, easily recogni zed
by grasses grow ng over 3 feet high.
Now only snal | fragnents remain.
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A brief history

W until the 1820's mllions of acres
of Amrerica’s heartland were bl anket ed
withprairie, but withthe arrival of

Eur opean settlers the prairies soon
started to disappear. French settlers
used the word ‘prairie’ (neaning
neadow) to descri be these huge areas
of grassl and and of t en conpar ed t hem
to a sea of grass, a vast expanse of

uni form grass swayi ng i n t he wi nd.

They al so recogni zed the potential of

the dark, fertilesoils. Wthinanatter

of 50 years nost of the prairie had
been repl aced by crops such as corn.

Less than 1%of the original prairies
now sur vi ve.

The European settl ers were not the
first peopleintheprairies. The Native
Aneri cans nanaged the prairies
wher e huge herds of bison roaned.
They depended on the | and and the
bi son for their survival, so they
nanaged t he grassl ands careful ly.
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Prairie plants

Prairies are doni nat ed by a handf ul
of grass species: big and little
bl uestem I ndi an grass, switch grass
and prairie cord grass are sone of the
nost conmon. Big bluestem grows
3-6' high, but can sonetines reach
9feet. It getsits nane fromthe bl ue
tinge at the base of the stens and i s
oftencalled ‘turkey foot’ as the flowers
resenbl e the feet of a wild turkey.
Little bl uestemis ashorter grass, wth
snal | flowers scattered al ong t he pl ant
stalks. Indian grass, growsto 7' in
hei ght and can easily be recogni zed
byitsfeather-likeflowers. Prairiecord
grass grows in wet prairies and the
sharply toothed | eaves earnit the
rat her gruesomne nane 'ripgut.'

Anong t he grasses are the ‘forbs’,
her baceous fl owering plants, with
| egunes (pea-like) and conposites
(dai sy-like) being the dom nant
famlies. The plants of the prairie
bl oomat different times of year, so
t hr oughout the spring and sunmer
there are al ways fl owers to be seen.
Asters in a range of colors and
conef | oner s are common f or bs vi si bl e.

Ind an Gass

Prairie ani mal s

Due to the destruction of prairies
nmany of the animal s associated with
the habitat are no |l onger present. The
prairie chicken, adistinctive bird of
the prairie can no | onger be found in
I ndi ana. The | arger grazi ng speci es,
such as white-tail ed deer, are nore
versatile, andare still present in other
habi tats such as wetlands. Some of
the smaller prairie species, |ike
gr asshopper and vesper sparrows can
still be seen here at Potato O eek Sate
Park.
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Adapt ati ons

Pl ants and ani mal s have had to adapt to
the harsh conditions of the prairie, such
as fire, extrene heat and col d, w nd and
dr ought .

The nbst common way t he pl ants conbat

these conditions is with a deep fi brous,

root system two thirds of the plant can
be underground. This i s advantageous
as nost of the food reserves and
under ground buds are protected from
t he extrenes above the surface, so after

afirethe plants can qui ckly reestablish
t hensel ves. The fibrous roots al so gat her

thelinmted noistureinthe soil.

Many of the plants inthe prairie are
perenni al s, keeping their position from
year to year. The thick nat of plant

growthonthe prairie fl oor prevents seeds
fromestablishing thensel ves, so the
pl ant s reproduce by sendi ng out shoots,

t hus ensuring an individual plant's
survival for nany years.

The mai n probl emfor aninals is thelack
of protective cover fromfire, predators
and climatic extrenes. WMany of the
animal s, |ike the plains pocket gopher,
burrow CGhers, likethe cottontail are
adapted for speed, avoiding these
hazar ds by runni ng.
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Way reintroduce prairies?

Prairie was once a w despread habitat in
I ndi ana. Wien it di sappeared, many of
the native animal s al so decli ned and
some | i ke the bi son and prairie chicken
can no | onger be found in I ndiana. By
reestabl i shing and protecting prairies we
hope sone of these species will benefit.

The earliest records we have showt hat
nmost of Potato O eek was originally wet
prairie. W hope through planting
prairie seed and careful nmanagement we
can return this di sappeari ng natural
habi tat to the park.

Management

Prairies were originally influenced by
natural fires and grazi ng bi son and el k.
Natural fires can no | onger be all owed to
burn, the threat to buildings etc. is too
great, and the | arge grazi ng ani mal s have
gone so the prairies have t o be nanaged.
If they were not, weeds and trees that
cannot tolerate fire and grazi ng woul d
i nvade and the prairie plants woul d
di sappear. Burni ng can actual |y i ncrease
productivity of the prairie, nutrients are
rel eased, and the dark soil warnms up
quicklyinspring, allowngplantstostart
growing early inthe year.

At Potato Oreek control | ed burning takes
pl ace every fewyears. The fire can burn
very hot, up to 400°F, but it al so burns
very fast and as the soil is a good
i nsul ator, tenperatures bel owthe surface
rarely change. Sone areas are al ways | ef t
out during a burnto allowinsect eggs
and | arva to survive.
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Potato G eek State Park

PO Box 908, 25601 State Road #4
Not h Li berty, Indiana, 46554
(219) 656-8186



